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Writing the self: The emergence of a dialogic space  
While much narrative inquiry is concerned with issues of self and identity, doing 
study on the processes (the how) of self-making offers ongoing challenges to methodology. 
This article explores the creation of a dialogic space that assisted young adolescents to write 
about themselves and their daily lives using email journals as an alternative to face-to-face 
interviews. With the researcher acting as a listener-responder, and in the absence of 
researcher-designed questions, a dynamic field was opened up for participant-led self-making 
to emerge over a six month period of self-reflective written expression. The article describes 
a shared email relationship based on a dialogic pattern of thinking, writing, listening and 
response intended to foster participants’ voices as ontological narratives of self. Findings 
show the use of email journals created a synergy for self-disclosure and a safe space for self-
expression where the willingness of participants to be themselves was encouraged. The self-
representations of a specific group of gifted young adolescents thus emerged as written 
versions of “who” they are —offering data that differs from interview approaches and 
contributing to discussion of the value of ontology narratives. 
Keywords: ontological narratives; email journals; young adolescents; dialogic space. 
Introduction 
Within the ever-expanding field of conceptually different approaches taken by 
narrative researchers the use of ontology narratives offers a powerful mode for accessing the 
processes of self-making. According to Somers and Gibson (1994), ontological narratives are 
the personal stories we tell about ourselves, our place in the world and our personal history. 
The term ‘ontology’ generally refers to the human urge to examine issues about the meaning 
of life and where one fits in the larger scheme of things, usually as part of a quest for self and 
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identity. A famous example of a young adolescent’s self-scrutinizing search can be found in 
the words of Anne Frank: 
As I’ve told you many times, I’m split in two. One side contains my exuberant 
cheerfulness, my flippancy, my joy in life and, above all, my ability to appreciate the 
lighter side of things. By that I mean not finding anything wrong with flirtations, a kiss, 
an embrace, a saucy joke. This side of me is usually lying in wait to ambush the other 
one, which is much purer, deeper, and finer. But unfortunately I’m only like that with 
myself. And perhaps that’s why -- no, I’m sure that’s the reason why—I think of myself 
as happy on the inside and other people think I’m happy on the outside. I’m guided by 
the pure Anne within, but on the outside I’m nothing but a frolicsome little goat tugging 
at its tether. (Anne Frank, 1st August, 1944, in O. Frank & M. Pressler [Eds.], 2002, pp. 334-
335) 
Frank’s probing reflections on her ambiguous nature perhaps typify the fraught 
relationship many of us have with ourselves. Here, the author alternated between her different 
selves— the flippant, the serious, the inside and the outside—as she eloquently asks “Who am 
I?” within the self-exploratory space offered by her diary. For present purposes, the 
emergence over time of Frank’s complex self-descriptions invites questions about the value 
of encouraging extended opportunities to write and reflect as an alternative to interview data. 
Thus, the aim of this paper is to show one way of engaging young participants in extended 
opportunities to write themselves as ontological documents of self that represent acts of self-
construction.  
The appeal of the ontological narrative within social science research can be 
accounted for in three main ways—first, by its strong focus on the tellers own words and the 
strong principles of ownership (Bamberg, 2007), second, by the shift towards treating 
individual accounts as unique productions of a creative person (Elliott, 2005; Josselson, 
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2006) and, third, by allowing a focus on processes that are fluid rather than fixed (Riessman, 
2002). In sum, an ontological approach is highly person-centred and is particularly amenable 
to studies of voice, self and self-representation. However, a strong researcher-led presence 
may be antithetical to the notions of ownership, creativity and fluidity as well as the abilities 
of participants to be self-selectively self-reflexive. In particular, the research context of 
conducting identity research with young adolescents, who may neither readily share with 
adults nor use the same language for describing their perceptions and experiences, raises 
exigent questions about ways to make them feel at ease. It was assumed that by shifting away 
from the primacy of the researcher the ontological character of the narrative data would be 
enhanced and the participants’ guesswork about what the researcher might want to know 
would be reduced. The proposed approach sutures together the notions of autonomy and the 
constitutive effect of writing in order to encourage ontological flux and dynamism as regular 
features of being a ‘self’ to emerge. 
The article begins by positioning the present work within a constructionist view of 
identity, followed by a review of space as a concept that can support on-going acts of self-
making, with specific focus on what it means to create a dialogic space. It will be shown that 
tools of self-reflective writing in tandem with the dialogical qualities of email enabled 
researcher access to participants’ own personal environments as a physically invisible, yet 
affirming presence of a supportive listener. The theoretical links between space, dialogue and 
writing the self are linked to the practical expressions of four young adolescents who 
responded to the opportunity to author themselves. In arguing the effectiveness of this 
approach, the data excerpts focus on the introductory emails lodged by participants that show 
their initial responses to the relatively open opportunity that lay before them. The aim is 
demonstrate that a sense of ownership, creativity and fluidity as attributes of ontological 
narratives were established early in the writing process as a response to the methodology. 
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Overall, the article proposes the significance of a specific kind of space, described as having 
dialogic qualities, for encouraging narratives of ontology where writing the self emerges as a 
project of authorship. 
The self: project or search? 
These days, self tends to be thought of more as a project than a search, reflective of a 
constructionist approach towards understanding self and identity. Being the constructors of 
our own selves implies it is no longer comfortable to simply accept the identities that are 
allocated to us (including by researchers).The constructionist view of identity sees a person as 
actively engaged in specific interactions for specific purposes and typically involves 
examining self within everyday interactive processes (see, for example, Bamberg, 2010; 
Georgakopoulou, 2008; Riessman, 2008). For instance, Riessman (2008) observes, “identity 
can be assembled and disassembled, accepted and contested, and indeed performed for 
audiences” (Riessman, 2008, p.7). Generally, those within the ranks of narrative inquiry are 
staunch upholders of the agency of persons in creating and constructing themselves as they 
wish to be seen and known by others. However, there are important implications of the shift 
towards a constructionist view that flow through to methodology and analysis. For example, 
those who work within constructionist paradigms veer away from category-based ways of 
interpreting and describing what it means to be a self, including the ascriptions of identity 
that can occur in interviews (Bamberg, 2010; Georgakopoulou, 2008). Therefore, if the 
researcher’s goal is to uncover and represent the “ontological flux” (Doucet & Mauthner 
2008, p.404) that a person experiences as a regular part of ‘who’ they are, ways must be 
found to embrace and account for how self emerges on participants’ own terms.  
One way to capture these processes of flux without inserting the researcher as a 
primary figure within this process is the establishment of a purpose-designed space. In 
Narrative Inquiry – Dillon re-submission 1/9/2011  
 
5 
 
contrast to researcher-led approaches, such as face to face interviews, the more passive 
positioning of the researcher as a listener who responds to participant-led narratives creates a 
critical shift in dynamics. At the heart of this approach, the key narrative principles relating to 
participants’ own terms and the importance of listening (Gubrium & Holstein, 1998; Mishler, 
1986) are retained. However, when the removal of physical cues—such as in an email 
setting—comes together with time to think and a reduced sense of "being judged", such 
interaction encourages candid self-disclosure (Hewson, 2008, p.556). In addition, with the 
researcher no longer the deviser and asker of questions, the bolstering of participants’ 
autonomy throws open the field for what is possible to emerge. The notion of writing about 
the self in the current work thus sits within a constructionist view of self-making where self is 
construed as a project of self-construction. Becoming an author in relationship with a 
researcher is asserted as one way to enact a space conducive of “tuning in” to one’s own 
purposeful accounts of self. 
Theorizing and enacting a dialogic space 
Space is a variously described concept in the field of narrative study and the spatial 
nature of narratives in offering people a location for organising and making sense of their 
experiences is well recognized (e.g., Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). But what makes a space 
“dialogic”? For my purposes, notions of dialogue are explicated within what is referred to as 
a ‘dialogical self’ where different and multiple perspectives form voices (Hermans, Kempen 
& Van Loon, 1992). These conversations, or voices, are not just with other people but they 
also happen inside our heads (in a normal healthy person). To clarify, we debate issues inside 
our heads, rehearse conversations we would like to have with others, and we can act as 
critical commentators on our own behaviours. In our outside world conversations, we take on 
board the opinions of others and we absorb others’ words into our own vocabularies. 
Therefore, a network of different voices develops that make up who we are, and where the 
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“Who am I?” question comes to mean “Who am I in response to others?” (Hermans, 2003). 
Importantly, the idea is that spaces can be created through a kind of dialogue that prompts a 
person to gain insights about him or herself— i.e., leading to new or altered voices that 
generally infer a positive gain in self-definition (Hermans, 2003, p. 109). Examples of other 
conceptualizations of spaces for identity construction based on dialogic principles can be seen 
in Juzwik and Ives’ (2010) work with teachers inside the classroom and Maybin’s (2006) 
focus on children’s identities outside the curriculum. These studies represent a shift into 
dialogical understandings of the ways that people dynamically engage in on-going meaning-
making in response to those around them.   
In terms of enactment, dialogic space here refers to ongoing acts of journal writing in 
emails that were received and responded to in an essentially dialogic relationship with the 
(invisible) researcher. As a narrative approach, locating the self in a space where various 
layers of “I” voices can be expressed as distinctive narratives provides an empirical entry 
point for examining the processes of interaction and dynamism. However, all spaces are not 
created equal and a dialogic space is not to be confused with any interactive situation as a 
relatively ubiquitous occurrence. Some spaces can appear to have a dialogical character but 
are the opposite of dialogue because they shut individuals out of becoming conscious of their 
own ability to represent themselves. For instance, the Internet might offer a positive space for 
adolescents to find “like-minded others” (Davies, 2006, pg. 211) or it might facilitate a social 
reputation that serves to distort evaluations of self and others (Carroll, Houghton, Khan & 
Tan, 2008). Thus, while some spaces may seem to operate dialogically (because they are 
interactive), they are, in effect, ‘monologic’ if they work to restrict a young person’s capacity 
to engage in open and honest dialogue about him or herself. In sum, what makes a space 
“dialogic” is that it includes the opportunity to engage in fruitful conversations that support 
the ability of individuals to conceive of themselves in many different ways.  
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Young adolescents in particular report a need to have spaces in which they can cultivate 
and express their own emerging and evolving selves, especially away from adult scrutiny 
(Jones, 2008). Yet, despite the iconic push for independence associated with the transit from 
childhood, adolescents have been shown to respond well when adults listen to them, 
especially in light of their levels of awareness about issues that may be deeply concerning to 
them (Roeser, Galloway, Casey-Watson, Keller & Tan, 2008). Multiple realities cause 
conflicts in self that can be difficult to resolve without responsive others who can listen and 
become “outsider witnesses” to a young person’s thoughts (White, 2007). For instance, this 
potentially vibrant time of life is accompanied by the need for integration (i.e., putting 
different parts of being a teenager together) —such as being a valued friend, a competent 
student, a dutiful child and an admired athlete. Simply put, different selves are being hotly 
contested. Therefore, spaces develop dialogic qualities if they help individuals to address 
tension and ambiguity and to explore alternative possibilities for themselves in ways that 
prompt growth in self-definition. In the present context, it was thought that by offering such a 
space within a research setting individual adolescents might respond positively and become, 
in effect, agents of their own self-awareness.  
Gifted Young Adolescents: Issues of Self and Context 
Who is gifted and what it means to be gifted remains contentious. While conceptions of 
giftedness have broadened enormously in recent years (see Shavinina, 2009), they are usually 
based on the demonstration of advanced abilities in one or more areas, such as intellectual, 
creative, socio-affective, or sensorimotor (Gagné, 1995). As a specific group of young 
adolescents, individuals recognised as gifted1 were chosen for this narrative inquiry because 
                                                 
1 In Australia, giftedness is determined through a combination of qualitative and quantitative measures that link 
to a defensible definition of giftedness (DEST, 2005). The most generally accepted definitions of giftedness in 
schools draw from Gagné’s (2003, 2009) Differentiated Models of Giftedness & Talent (DMGT;DMGT 2.0). 
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of the assumed impacts that ascriptions of ‘differentness’ might have on their growing senses 
of self. Generally, gifted individuals are under-represented in empirical studies (Coleman, 
Guo & Dabbs, 2007), and young adolescents deemed to be gifted are prone to loneliness, 
stereotyping and negative teacher attitudes (Vialle, Heaven & Ciarrochi, 2007; Geake & 
Gross, 2008). It is hardly surprising, then, that gifted adolescents attract a higher need for 
counselling than typical age peers (Assouline & Colangelo, 2006). Outside of counselling 
contexts, few gifted adolescents are asked about their lives and their feelings even though 
they are believed to experience more intense feelings than regular young people (Silverman, 
2000). Moreover, since gifted children are known to spend more time alone and to engage 
with rich inner worlds of thought (Winner, 2000), having someone to listen may be a luxury 
they are seldom afforded. In fact, one of the few studies asking gifted young adolescents for 
their perceptions found “striking” disparities between the participants’ perceptions and 
adults’ awareness of these perceptions (von Károlyi, 2006, p. 167). It appears that gifted 
young adolescents may know much more about issues, including such serious concerns as 
war, hunger and injustice, than adults realize, and they believe they feel much more deeply 
about them than their non-gifted age peers (von Károlyi, 2006). Such factors represent a 
small sliver of the possible conflux of issues that might impact the capabilities of gifted 
youngsters for forming and expressing various selves. 
Given that the giftedness field lags in the development of qualitative methods that seek 
nuanced accounts from individual gifted children (Coleman, Guo & Dabbs, 2007), narrative 
research opportunities may be long overdue. Typically, most knowledge about gifted young 
adolescents comes from studying them in school as a group, where the emphasis on ‘being 
smart’ can override attention on individual differences (Robinson, 2006) and on affective 
development (Olenchak, Gaa & Jackson, 2009). Since there are reduced everyday 
opportunities for gifted young adolescents to express themselves, the opportunities for others 
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to gain a better understanding and appreciation of them as individuals are limited. Hence, the 
school context as one main site that focuses on what it means to be a gifted young adolescent 
may significantly narrow the possibilities for what kinds of selves it is possible to ‘be’. With 
questions hovering over issues of social acceptance and the limitations to gifted young 
adolescents’ self-expression, I chose narrative inquiry as a way to privilege and to interpret 
their voices of self. On an assumption that the participants would show multiplicity in their 
emails as a reflection of their normal realities of living, my challenge as a narrative researcher 
was to try and capture these tensions. 
Tools for dialogic self­making: Journals and email 
In terms of methods, a dialogic self-making space in the present study involved the 
lodgement of journals written and sent as emails to the researcher, who formed a private 
audience. As a specific genre for personal writing, journals (in the diary sense) appear to 
represent the ontological document par excellence because of their self-reflective focus 
(Alazewski, 2006). Moreover, the “constitutive” effect of personal writing observed by 
Richardson (2003, p. 505) contributes significantly to the aim of making the space one of 
self-definition. As a method, the journals functioned as self-report instruments used to 
investigate the social, psychological, and physiological processes experienced by participants 
within their everyday situations—i.e., life as it is being lived (Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003, 
p.579). Hence, it was anticipated that participants’ accounts would be reliable interpretations 
of daily events and responses without the distortions that often come with remembering (see 
White’s [1998] work with remembered childhoods).Thus, journals proved multi-purpose in 
encouraging a distinctly ontological style of self-expression as well as providing a nuanced 
account of daily life that may not readily be available or articulated through interviews.  
When email is used interactively with the act of journal writing, the self constituting 
and sense-making effect of writing is coupled with the benefits of being online. The humble 
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status of email alongside recent developments in Internet-based social networking belies its 
potential as a tool for gathering rich data (Hewson, 2008; Reid, Petocz & Gordon, 2008). The 
appeal of email lies in its asynchronous use, the preservation of anonymity and the removal 
of the researcher’s physical presence that combine to be conducive of self-reflection and 
candid disclosure. Because participants have time to think and edit, they can be willing to 
provide elaborate and considered personal information that might not easily emerge in ‘real’ 
time (Dillon, 2010; Hewson, 2008). Moreover, while not the latest “cool tool”, many young 
adolescents continue to run multiple email accounts in order to manage their daily lives, 
affirming the mainstream status of email (Strom & Strom, 2009). Hence, a space is created 
for fostering thoughtful self-disclosure and for expressing preferred versions of self that 
might differ from the cut and thrust of face-to-face interactions. The placement of techniques 
of personal writing (journal genre) in an online setting (email) thus represents an 
enhancement of authoring so as to foster engagement in acts of self-construction within a 
unique self-making space. 
Notions of space for self-reflective writing may have particular value to gifted young 
adolescents by offering encouragement to express and address complex thoughts and 
feelings. Personal reflective writing has been shown to enable gifted young people to work 
though their feelings, perceptions and aspirations in a way that fosters clarity and self-
understanding (Davis & Rimm, 2004; Dillon, 2010). Logically, self-understanding is required 
if the aim is to explain the self to others. Since gifted adolescents are thought to spend more 
time alone and are often concerned with existential issues of self and the meaning of life 
(Silverman, 2000; Winner, 2000), journals can offer a tool for expression and exploration. It 
cannot be assumed that self-knowledge emerges as a matter of course, and there are strong 
links between the creation of opportunities for practicing self-appraisal (often leading to 
positive re-appraisal) and subsequent gains in self-understanding (Compas, 2009). 
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Additionally, since gifted children are often verbally advanced, they typically rate highly on 
narrative tasks and can be skilled storytellers (McKeough, Generaux & Jeary, 2006; Porath, 
2006). Thus the focus on narrative techniques of journaling can prove to be intrinsically 
motivating and provide an opportunity to examine the important social and moral issues that 
are often of deep concern to gifted children (Lovecky, 1998; von Károlyi, 2006; Wallace, 
2006). Hence, the narrative methods described were used to create a space where individuals’ 
own self-ascriptions took precedence.  
A study overview—setting, participants and data analysis 
The context for this study was the out-of-school setting that involved participants’ own 
choice of their personal email environments. Each participant was free to decide where they 
would be most comfortable and their selections at times included Internet cafés and libraries 
as well as home computers. The setting choice reflected concerns about the school environs 
as unconducive to self-disclosure among young adolescents (Maybin, 2006; Smyth, 2006). 
Thus, seeking an alternative to the school context was seen as a necessary step away from 
dominant school and peer-based discourses.  
Twelve children aged between 10 and 14 years were invited to write freely about 
themselves over a six month period in an email journal project. There were six boys and six 
girls who had been identified as gifted within their own educational settings. Identification of 
giftedness had already occurred (in accord with Australian national guidelines) and the 
participants were thus seen as belonging to a socially recognised but culturally variable 
category. The aspect of giftedness was important to the research in terms of seeking access to 
what might be considered a minority population who had been ascribed according to a 
dominant discourse that might differ from their own self-perceptions. The ways gifted young 
adolescents are constructed is often guided by the lists of traits that can be variously found 
across wide-ranging literature. For instance, checklists that are used for inclusion in special 
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programs are based on typical intellectual and non-cognitive traits of typical gifted children. 
Hence, how giftedness is constructed can affect our ideas about what constitutes success and 
failure and what we might expect gifted young adolescents to achieve. Any attempts to 
arbitrarily define gifted young adolescents can be interpreted in themselves to be 
marginalizing if they do not take account of the individual’s own unique experiences. 
Therefore, by offering individuals who were identified as gifted the opportunity to describe 
themselves, it was intended a window could open for them to tell their own versions of who 
they are. 
Participants were recruited by word-of-mouth and through expressions of interest 
using email, websites and conference fliers directed towards educationists, parents and gifted 
organisations (i.e., the key national body of the Australian Association for the Education of 
Gifted and Talented [AAEGT] and its state affiliations). Key resource people who included 
teachers, school psychologists, educational consultants, and program co-ordinators were 
selected for direct contact and negotiation with parents and prospective participants. Through 
attendance at an initial focus session, participants were able to meet me face to face, ask 
questions and to negotiate their own levels of involvement. Part of this procedure was to 
devise their pseudonyms (or choose to not have one). In this way, there was support for an 
ethos of autonomy and ownership as a key requirement of minimising unequal power 
relations within the research process. To this end, the participants discussed the aims of the 
research, and were invited to freely participate according to their own levels of comfort and 
their own beliefs about the purpose and value of the study.  
My role as researcher was to act as a listener/responder who worked together with the 
participants by forming a private and specific audience to each email in order to bring their 
voices to the fore. The aim was to create an open yet organised space (I responded inside 24 
hours) intended to be affirming, non-judgemental and designed to not lead the participants’ 
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next choice of topic. Since the listener (as audience) plays a critical role in any dialogic 
relationship, part of this approach involved specific strategies of reflection (in the sense of a 
mirror’s reflection), intended to garner trust and create a sense of having feelings affirmed 
and supported (Geldard & Geldard, 2008). My explicit commitment to participants was to be 
encouraging, non-judgemental and appreciative (e.g., “It’s great to hear from you! Thanks for 
writing when you are so busy! I really enjoyed your news”) and to show empathy for their 
feelings. Empathy in this sense refers to the act of understanding others across time, space or 
any difference in experience, where “a shift” is required to cross those differences (Shuman, 
2007, p.180). The principles of empathy and reflection thus formed guidelines for my 
responses. Although I was not known to the participants at the outset of the study, along with 
the initial focus group contact, preliminary email correspondence took place that helped 
establish trust prior to commencement of writing. Initially, my self-representation to 
participants was as a “naïve outsider”, who was also a “friendly, approachable adult called by 
her first name” (Maybin, 2006, p.15). I assumed no expert status about the participants’ lives 
and reinforced their own authority in knowing about themselves through my choice of 
words—for example, “You are the ones who know best about yourselves”. By working 
together so that participants’ observations were being supported, I became an extended voice 
that helped to form the dialogic space for their own voices to emerge. 
The participants were instructed to write freely about themselves and their lives, 
choosing their schedule and foci. A key instruction was, above all else, to be themselves (with 
the only caveat being that they should not disclose private family information). In this way, 
they were invited to discuss topics reflective of their own agendas and what was most 
relevant and meaningful to them. The use of the term “gifted” was confined to recruitment 
formalities and was not used in preliminary discussions with the participants in order to allay 
any sense of being expected to provide evidence of giftedness in their written accounts. 
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Parents were asked to respect their child’s privacy as a precondition of their involvement, 
even though there was no way of knowing how well they complied. In facilitating the aim to 
access relatively candid accounts, the participants’ use of their own password-secured email 
was intended to be supportive of agency as well as self-disclosure. Hence, as far as possible, 
participants acted autonomously in their self-initiated use of their personal email accounts to 
compose and send entries to me as researcher.  
There were ethical considerations surrounding types of disclosure and the impact of 
cessation of writing on individuals. Participants were informed that disclosures of harm 
would require me to involve authorities and a national children’s helpline contact was 
included in their information package. Debriefing at the end of the research addressed issues 
of closure and participants’ opinions were sought about their experience of being in the 
project. My main ethical concern was for the impact it might have on participants to break 
their contact with me and the subsequent loss of an ongoing opportunity to “be heard” as the 
interesting young people I believed them to be. In an effort to minimise the possible impact 
on participants of ending the email exchange, my planning had included the timing to finish 
at the onset of holidays and seasonal festivities. Since the end of year offered many 
distractions, I hoped that participants might be swept up with the excitement of holidays and 
feel less concerned (and possibly even relieved) that their writing commitment came to a 
close. 
Data consisted solely of email texts received across the arc of the writing phase. An 
average of 17 journal submissions was made by each participant with the corpus of 202 texts 
highly diverse in style, content and appearance. As a guiding lens, the texts were seen as 
everyday expressions with temporary qualities produced by the process of self-reflection (see 
Valsiner, 2008). The email texts were analysed using a listening model called The Listening 
Guide (Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg & Bertsch, 2003) designed to yield interpretations of 
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voices. The conceptual underpinnings of this method are based on the psychological 
understanding that a person’s interior thoughts and feelings can be accessed by others 
(Gilligan et al., 2003). As the name implies, this method is a guide for analysis and 
interpretation that can be adapted to specific theoretical approaches and that, importantly, 
facilitates a shift away from coding or categorising approaches (Doucet & Mauthner, 2008). 
Other examples of use are in investigating anger in teenage girls (Brown, 2003) 
understanding mentoring processes between adolescents and adults (Spencer, 2006) and 
exploring identity among adolescents (Kiegelmann, 2007). Adaptations were made for this 
study that catered for the participants’ randomly structured texts and that provided a useful 
way of identifying the key voices to emerge as dialogic expressions (i.e., as “I” voices).  
Furthermore, the listening approach allowed explicit and inexplicit voices to emerge that 
gave information about processes rather than categories-bound descriptors, thus allowing a 
high level of synchronicity across aims, theory and methods.  
The listening approach pays close attention to the positioning of the “I” as one indicator 
of self and of the layers of voices that emerged in explicit and inexplicit ways. For example, 
within participants’ email texts, the “I” sentences were underlined as special points of 
reference, yet always kept within context of the author’s intentions. Any focus on “I” is only 
one aspect of identifying voices, and is kept in context with other features of the text, such as 
tone and omission, as a significant aspect of including a sense of interiority (Bertau, 2008). A 
simplistic example from the data of listening for tone is in the exclamation “Its holidays!!” 
When written in large, bold and brightly-coloured font, such a statement could easily be 
interpreted as excitement. However, in the context of a series of emails that conveyed a 
resistance to the ongoing pressure to academically perform well at school, then the relief was 
also palpable. In terms of omissions, participants were aware that their writing would 
eventually ‘go public’ and care was taken to not provide detail of incidents where there might 
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be repercussions—such as in identifying perpetrators of bullying. Across texts, changes to 
voices were tracked as well as any recurrence of voices to emerge. In sum, I was able to listen 
to what each participant’s “I” was saying as part of making interpretations about how he or 
she was actively positioning, or voicing, him or herself. Therefore, the view of self as fluid 
and changeable “I” voices was in preference to themes that might serve to categorise the 
participants through allocation of fixed or static descriptors. 
In the practical sense, participants had been briefed to be themselves as much as 
possible, as an invitation to freely choose the information they wished to share with me. 
Subsequently, they reported a diverse range of thoughts and opinions thereby demonstrating 
conscious engagement in trying to tell about themselves as best they could. Since the 
participants’ voices represent a highly interactive network, the data were viewed as a 
dynamic process of positioning and re-positioning rather than an investigation leading to any 
understanding of self as bounded states or outcomes. Thus, it was with deliberate acts of self-
reflection and evaluation that participants took up authoring as a key position that guided 
their choices in self-presentation. 
The overarching voice: “I” as author 
The voice of “I” as author represents the “I” who separates self from the typical daily 
stream of experiences so as to reflectively write about those experiences (Hermans, 2003). 
Since participants did not directly say “I am being an author” or “I will now be reflective” 
each key voice emerged as a cluster of specific voices that, together, supported the formation 
of a main voice. The “I” as author thus included multiple constructs of self-reflection, 
evaluation, storytelling and responsiveness that emerged in terms of being good  authors 
about the self (i.e., in keeping with the aims of the study). In this sense, ‘good’ refers also to 
the evaluations made by the teller —such as the risks in giving too much detail that might 
bore the listener and too little that might impede his or her understanding (Elliot, 2005). 
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While these multi-faceted aspects of authoring always overlapped (as would be expected) 
they each appeared more or less strongly in individual texts as a predominant feature. The 
following excerpts focus on the voice of “I” as self-reflective observer, where participants 
made observations about themselves as part of their self-introductions.  
“I” as Self­reflective Observer: Introducing “me” and “not me” 
The participants’ early efforts to write were characterised by a level of self-reflection 
that involved consideration of who participants were not, as well as who they were. 
Typically, the process of discerning what is “me” and “not me” is vital in differentiating self 
from others (James, 1890, p. 288). As was expected, the absence of specific researcher 
questions to guide their thoughts posed challenges to participants in choosing where and how 
to begin to tell about themselves. This lack of specific direction was intended to open a wide 
field of possibilities for what kinds of email entries participants could design, write and send. 
By offering unlimited ways of beginning the email correspondence, the researcher was 
afforded the opportunity to investigate the significance of where and how they chose to start. 
Yet, for the participants, their first email attempts to construct meaningful versions of 
themselves may have caused a dilemma in knowing where to start without face-to-face 
guidance. Thus, in an effort to respond to the sole directive of “being yourself”, strategic acts 
of self-reflection emerged among participants that invoked ambiguities and featured tensions 
between differing “I” voices.  
The excerpts for “I” as self-reflective observer were chosen to demonstrate the different 
ways participants positioned themselves as active observers of self and others. While it could 
be argued that all writing is self-reflective, some of participants’ texts were more “in the 
moment” than others, or were reflective insomuch as they related to a recall of daily 
activities. In contrast, Excerpts 1-4 shows self-introductions that illustrate insightfulness and 
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resourcefulness in the individual approaches to the kinds of persons they perceived 
themselves to be.  
“I” as examiner of self­contradictions: Piggy­in­the­middle 
Piggy-in-the-middle examined certain contradictions within herself to show that her 
pseudonym appeared in some ways to be self-defining. A Year 8 pupil at an all-girls private 
school she was in an academic extension program at her school and competed as a state grade 
track and field athlete. Her first of sixteen entries was laden with self-statements surrounding 
her uncertainty about where she fitted in. Excerpt 1 shows a strategic process of laying out 
who she was and who she was not.  
Excerpt 1 
My friends are confusing me a little like the Maths. I’m just not sure I fit in with my 2 friend 
group entirely. My long-time friends think I’m a little wild and a bit of a rule breaker (only 
occasionally though) because they are a bit conservative. My other friends are wild any way, 
but they are really girly – which I don't like that much. Mum calls me a tomboy, because I’m 
into cars and the footy (how disappointing was state of origin!!!), I never wear dresses or 
skirts if I don’t have to and didn’t know what a Louis Vitton (not sure of the spelling) 
handbag was until someone explained it to me. My friends would also notice that I have an 
addiction to chocolate. I think I eat a little too much sometimes. My netball friend, Rachel, 
also teases me about having not that many songs on my Ipod. I think I have about 40, which 
isn’t many. Most of them are old eighty’s songs – which I love so much. She teases me about 
that too. (Entry 1 24/5) 
In the first bold text, Piggy-in-the-middle portrayed herself as the “I” with two sets of 
friendship groups. By creating this delineation, she was able to express a duality in herself 
that embraced both conservative and “wild” aspects of her personality, but that also caused 
tension between these positions. However, by perceiving that she may not “fit” with either 
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group, her first explicit voice of confusion appeared to serve a bigger purpose in her attempt 
to resolve this tension. By positioning her friends along a spectrum of conservatism she was 
then able to position herself as being somewhat paradoxical as a way of reconciling opposing 
positions. Shown as the third bold text, she then recruited her mother as an external “I” 
position to help reinforce that she was not a “girly” girl – that is, her self-perception as an “I” 
who was a “tomboy”. Further to her early claim of being a “rule breaker”, her “Louis Vitton” 
statement and her non-compliance with the required number (by peers) of songs on her ipod 
as well as her song choices informed the audience of her ability to resist peer pressure. 
Therefore, by only partially aligning herself with her friendship groups, she asserted her 
ability to think for herself as well as to address contradictory aspects of herself. Not only did 
she position herself in specific ways, she recruited and positioned others as external “I” 
positions to help unpack “who” she was. Hence, while she felt social pressure to fit in 
conventional ways (i.e., the number of and choice of ipod songs; being “girly”; following 
fashion) there was an underlying voice of feeling aware of her own individuality and sense of 
who she was, even if she questioned it. Overall, there was tension across different “I” 
positions that embraced her contrasting friendships and fuelled her uncertainty (and her 
certainty) about where she fitted in.  
“I” as gifted and not gifted: Midas Well 
Midas Well introduced himself through his analysis of a topic that would serve as a 
platform for him to contest whether he was or was not gifted. Midas Well was eleven years of 
age and his pseudonym referred to his initial considerations in joining the research. He began 
his first entry with a general review of school events (as if to test the water) and it was his 
second email that served as a gambit about not seeing himself as a gifted person. In laying out 
the kind of person he perceived himself to be, he set up the ground rules by positioning 
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himself outside the giftedness category. However, he rather cleverly placed himself squarely 
inside by including reference to a psychometric assessment criteria. 
Excerpt 2 
Personally, I have never really believed in the term gifted, I have never afforded myself to 
think that way. The word gifted is often used these days to describe kids performing above 
average. A term used by impartial bystanders looking into the achievements of those making 
them. But gifted essentially gifted in relation to the average. It is relative to what others do. I 
have never felt that I was extremely smart; nothing that I do has ever made me feel extremely 
good. Whether it be getting the highest mark in the state for a competition, or doing the 
identification test that tells you you’re in the 99th percentile. There is a danger to being 
accustomed to the idea that you are gifted. What is the point of getting yourself in a 
comfortable chair and congratulating yourself? Then there is nothing to strive towards, if you 
are telling yourself how good you are. There is always someone smarter than you, someone 
better. I have never been in the mentality that I am gifted. To be honest, I often cringe when 
people talk about me in that manner. I don’t know whether they know something I don’t 
know…(I am as smart as they make me out to be?) …but I don’t see what all of the fuss is 
about. I have always thought of gifted as a term used to describe geniuses with more than 
impressive IQ’s and slightly narcissistic tendencies. But one thing that I do know is that to 
myself, I will never be gifted. I don’t particularly like to spread the fact around. Most of my 
friends outside of school don’t know it. (Entry 2 1/6) 
Midas Well positioned himself as “I” who did not believe in popular conceptions of 
giftedness (on the grounds of everything being relative). He thus created distance between 
himself and a perceived stereotype. By asserting “I have/will never” on five occasions, he 
produced a clear voice of resistance to inclusion in a category suspected of narcissism and 
superiority. In this way, he told us who he was by telling us who he was not. Ambivalence 
emerged regarding the prospect of others thinking him to be gifted and his own feeling of the 
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need to hide his giftedness, acknowledging it at the same time as a “fact” of his own life, as 
shown in the final bold text. Thus, Midas Well used voices that were juxtaposed, meaning 
spatially positioned in opposition - in knowing he was different but not wanting to be seen as 
different by others. This voice of ambivalence appeared as a tension that came from a belief 
that if he accepted “giftedness” he was also accepting superiority over others, a position he 
was not willing to adopt. In addition, he asserted the authority of his opinions through his 
lack of acceptance of the populist views of giftedness held by (uninformed) “bystanders”. 
But, we were then told in no uncertain terms that he had previously registered percentiles that 
undoubtedly provided a quantitatively valid giftedness diagnosis. However, this seemingly 
necessary detail created further juxtaposition— perhaps as the silent voice of the parent as an 
external “I” position, somewhat at odds with his surrounding claims. Ultimately, the self 
claim appeared to be that, while he acknowledged he was gifted, he rejected the grounds for 
others’ opinions of what is giftedness. In this way, his analysis of the relative nature of 
giftedness set the stage for staking a giftedness claim, but on his own terms, causing tension 
with the (false) perceptions of others. 
  “I” as embracer and escaper: Lexie  
Lexie was thirteen years old and she gave an account of possible career paths that 
sparked a much deeper analysis of global events. While she tried to adopt an observer’s view, 
Lexie’s evaluations of a global situation caused tensions between her excitement about the 
future and wanting to escape, as shown in Excerpt 3. 
Excerpt 3  
I’ve been thinking recently about the drastic turn in the world’s financial state. I’m unsure 
whether I’ll go into business as I find it fascinating, although at other times I’m drawn to 
more humanitarian pursuits. It seems that from recent public and media talk, Barack Obama 
will be the next US President, we went to a talk at Parliament House by an expert in American 
Narrative Inquiry – Dillon re-submission 1/9/2011  
 
22 
 
policy and in his opinion people have not been so impressed by John McCain lately because of 
his running partner, his age and his questionable memory. I wonder if Barack Obama has the 
determination and capability to save the American Economy and therefore the rest of the 
world’s financial system. I am not sure whether he is too inexperienced to repair the damage 
from the current President, George W. Bush for his country. Though, only time will tell. I 
wonder how our elderly population would feel hearing all of this upsetting news and feeling if 
another recession will occur again and if their grandchildren will have to live the same way 
they did when they were a child. If the level of unemployment will skyrocket again, if the food 
and luxuries we take for granted disappear, feeling the weight of a country’s debt and then 
wondering about the possibility of a world war. Singapore and Ireland are now in official 
recession due to a negative growth and the implications of this is huge, the flow on it will have 
reminds me of the saying, “when a butterfly on one side of the world flaps its wings, a tidal 
wave appears on the other side”. I listen to my parents talking about what jobs will disappear 
and how the property market will be impacted and I just wonder how on earth did it come to 
this? Greed. Exceptional single minded greed. It makes me want to read “Anne of Green 
Gables” again! Escape to a different world and time where the words fiscal ramifications, 
branding, paradigm shift and procurement didn’t exist!  (Entry 2 1/8) 
Lexie’s description of the onset of the global situation appeared to amplify her career 
dilemma, as shown in the first bold text. Her report shows explicit tension between her voice 
of concern for others and her “fascination” for the business world. In the second bold text, her 
“I” voice is one who wonders about the impact of political decisions. Here, she portrayed 
herself as politically savvy, interested in world affairs and a person who was capable of 
placing events into historical perspective. Note in the final bold text that Lexie’s appreciation 
of the significance of the “butterfly effect” showed that her impressive levels of awareness of 
global implications were explicitly linked to the external “I” of parent voice. Here, her voices 
were set at odds as one voice expressed a thirst to learn about and to engage with the world 
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and the other rose up to want to shut the world out. She thereby shifted from an “I” who 
looked forward to her future, progressed to an “I” who felt concern for the social 
implications, and then moved to an “I” who sought to escape. The ambiguity she felt in being 
drawn to business but being sobered by its potential downside caused a seemingly 
unresolvable tension that led to feelings of escapism. Tensions thus emerged between the 
desire for active participation and the urge to escape from reality. In sum, her evaluations of 
the events unfolding around her seemed to cause a temporary voice of powerlessness related 
to uncertainty about the future of the world and her place in it.  
“I” as idealist and realist: Chanel 
As background, Chanel had just turned twelve years old and she was one of two 
participants who were homeschooled throughout the project. Through her choice of topic and 
the conduit of her linguistic talent, Chanel actively manipulated her different voices to 
present opposing positions of being both idealist and realist as grist for her authoring. 
Excerpt 4 
When I first heard that the beautiful city of Venice was sinking I was shocked. I thought 
about all the hundreds of years of labour and love that it took to create this heavenly city, 
and what would become of it? Buried under the surface of the world. Shielding itself. Never to 
be seen again; loved; admired; dreamt about. Every century, a bit more than a centimetre of 
this great city is engulfed with crushing tides. I wondered about the royalty, the famous, and 
the infamous that walked through the halls of the Doges palace. The magnificent artwork that 
dances around the walls and ceilings. The golden-tipped turrets that pierce the crisp Venetian 
air, all of it, gone. It will never again produce playwrights, artists, musicians, singers, writers. 
The beautifully detailed masks: Carnivale. The magnificently coloured glass that will lie, 
shattered, under the sea for all time. But all the treasure in Venice combined does not make up 
for the looming grey cloud overhead of losing the heart of Venice. The family traditions, the 
city’s friendliness, what makes Venice, Venice. That heart that welcome’s the weary traveller to 
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stay. The heart of Venice that will crumble and fall, never to be seen again, and I wonder what 
is being done to stop it, and it is all that I can do from running and trying to pull it back up 
with my bare hands. I hope that the government has enough funding and initiative to do 
something. I hope that there have been programs set up to save what is left. I hope there are 
marine associations to salvage what has already fallen in. Saving what is left is what I expect 
to be done. But is it? I think. I want. I hope. A Venice forever. (Entry 1 13/6) 
On the surface, Chanel explored and expressed her ability to imagine and appreciate 
another world and another time in a strongly emotive tone shown in the second bold text. Yet, 
at another level there was a focus on the technical skills of an author who was testing her 
repertoire. In her mid-section descriptions and in the final bold text, she merged a convincing 
level of seemingly heartfelt angst over the demise of an exquisite complexity of architecture 
and culture. Combined with her awareness of the principles of conservation, she wove a sense 
of despair around the inevitability of loss of an irreplaceable icon. There appeared a 
deliberate intention to establish conflict between the voices that told her salvage was possible 
and the contradictory voice to say it would not happen. This can be seen in the “I” sequence 
which moves from positive action “I” statements to a sense of uncertainty and lack of 
confidence in programs and authorities with power to do something. She first positioned 
herself as hopeful, then critical and then hopeful/realist (i.e., voice of hope, voice of idealism, 
voice of the romantic, voice of the realist, voice of helplessness). Overall, voices of idealism 
and realism were held in an unresolved state where she positioned herself as the writer being 
left to imagine and hope for a solution. Hence, the dichotomy she expressed occurred at two 
levels. First in the voices of both idealism and realism, and then as the writer who chose to be 
highly emotive in her topic analysis while being aware that she was plying her technical 
writing skills with a level of detachment.  
Narrative Inquiry – Dillon re-submission 1/9/2011  
 
25 
 
Discussion 
The discussion focuses on the extent to which the described approach to “writing the 
self” contributes to accounting for the multiplicity and tensions integral to ontological 
expression. Specifically, the implications of trying to capture multiplicity in terms of the 
potential impact it has on individuals’ self-ascriptions are reviewed, followed by an 
assessment of the practical features afforded by a dialogic space. While the selections from 
participants’ emails represent a small sample, they exemplify the highly varied narratives 
where tensions and ambiguity arose as a matter of everyday judgement and response. 
Furthermore, when multiplicity of voices is seen as an intrinsically normal aspect of being a 
self, it opens up fresh conversations about tension and ambiguity as expected states. This 
work agrees with, and re-emphasises, efforts by other narrative researchers to uncover 
people’s abilities to move around between different thoughts and feelings as multiple states 
as a necessary aspect of reflecting their lived realities (Brown, 2003; Clandinin et al., 2006; 
Maybin, 2006; Sorsoli & Tolman, 2008). For example, Lexie described wanting to embrace 
an exciting career in the business world while simultaneously expressing fear and concern 
about the global recession (Excerpt 3). In a single account, Lexie expressed her capitalist 
desires as being in direct conflict with her altruistic concerns about the human cost when 
capitalism goes wrong. Which self was Lexie? Was she realist or escapist? Was she capitalist 
or altruist? To answer, she was all of those things. Yet, without gaining insights into her 
dilemma and without her own awareness of multiplicity in the self, what avenue would be 
available for reconciling these tensions when describing herself to others?  
How best to capture and represent the ambiguities in people that are a normal feature of 
the multiplicity of selves is an inevitable question for researchers. The outcomes of this study 
strongly support claims by Sorsoli and Tolman (2008) that looking at multiple realities as 
shifting voices requires a move away from traditional content approaches to analysing 
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narratives. For instance, in a similar way that Brown (2003) found angry teenage girls 
pretending to be nice, writing (and listening) in the present study uncovered conflicting states 
likely to impact self-formation. The challenges for people in expressing tension-laden and 
seemingly ambiguous aspects of self can be open to misinterpretation by others who may not 
understand. Yet, the ongoing impact on a person’s identity of portraying one thing and 
feeling like another cannot be understood when surface aspects of that person are taken to be 
their only reality. Furthermore, when the inevitable tensions and difficulties that arise are 
framed as a normal part of being a self, it serves as a reminder to not overpsychologise and 
narrow the interpretations (Brown, 2003). For example, Midas Well separated himself from 
the giftedness category on the grounds of the popular conception of “narcissism”, a distinctly 
psychological term that had infiltrated his attitudes to himself and to others. He subsequently 
denied being “gifted” at school because it damaged his social reputation and affected the way 
he felt about himself. However, when multiplicity within self is assumed and expected, and 
methods and approaches are adapted to suit, a different picture can emerge. Therefore, the 
view of self as fluid and changeable “I” voices is in preference to themes that may serve to 
categorise the participants (who subsequently categorise themselves) through allocation of 
fixed or static descriptors. 
Apart from the challenge to researchers, there are subsequent implications for viewing 
multiplicity as a normal everyday experience in terms of self-definition and the ways it can 
be supported. For instance, concerns expressed by Assouline and Colangelo (2006) about the 
challenge to young adolescents of integrating “giftedness” into regular aspects of being a 
teenager are reinforced by this study. While self-integration is a complex psychological 
concept that has mental health implications beyond the scope of this study, it alerts us to a 
bigger picture of self-awareness and self-understanding. Without self-awareness, Hermans 
(2003) describes the possibilities of a cacophony of voices (too many voices flooding in) or a 
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monologue of voice (one strong voice shutting others out) as having potential to cause harm. 
This may be especially important if outer-directedness associated with being part of the 
“constant contact generation” (coined by Clark, 2005) comes at the cost of inner substance. 
Accordingly, the participants in this study described different and often conflicting aspects of 
themselves, that sometimes led to anxiety and confusion that may have been allayed by self-
understanding. The direction of this study thus affirms the value of finding ways to better 
account for multiplicity as a normal part of the human experience and central to the ability to 
describe self as an ontological act of expression. 
A strong aspect of the authoring of email journals was the extent to which they were 
characterised by the frequency and quality of reflective statements. The act of self-reflective 
writing seemed to induce a self-observing state of mind, where the participants became the 
subjects of their own scrutiny. Being an author was a process of engagement for participants 
where they were pulled (at times deeply and intensely) into their own subjects and ideas. 
Whether it was a “big” voice of idealism about Barack Obama fixing global problems (Lexie) 
or a “small” voice about being addicted to chocolate (Piggy-in-the-middle), each participant 
claimed authority for their own words and beliefs. As authors, the participants showed 
growing authority in their own voices across the arc of the writing phase and thus 
strengthened their own versions of themselves. Having the chance to be authors resonates 
with concerns about the value to young people of having an “authorial voice” (see Hendrick, 
2000, p. 43). The assumption is that by constructing their own meaningful versions of 
themselves, there is a far better likelihood they will be respected and understood by others. It 
is hard to think that Lexie’s concerns about the global financial crisis and the “butterfly 
effect” should not be taken seriously. Furthermore, by expressing her views she revealed a 
strong ontological position in her deep-seated belief that greed is destructive as well as in her 
altruistic concerns for those less able to cope. Would these thoughts just come out in such a 
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fully articulated way in the midst of everyday conversations among peers? Possibly they 
might, yet probably not. Therefore, being an author offered participants opportunity, 
encouragement and practice to claim a sense of substance in their beliefs.  
As well as a venue for naming their beliefs, participants in this study derived emotional 
benefits from authoring, concurring with other work asserting the beneficial effects for gifted 
young adolescents of personal writing as a means to clarify emotions (Davis & Rimm, 2004; 
Wallace, 2006). Young adolescents, in particular, have been shown to benefit from activities 
involving the placement of their emotional experiences into the coherent explanatory 
framework offered by narrative expression (Bohanek, Marin & Fivush, 2008). Not only were 
the participants in this study able to clarify their emotions and to articulate different aspects 
of themselves as authors, they could address specific tensions within themselves arising from 
their ambiguities (e.g., self as idealist or realist). This finding reinforces the growing 
appreciation for the role emotions play in offering young people an evaluative framework for 
assessing what is “going on” (Compas, 2009). Left to chance, the opportunities to practice 
emotional expression may be better for some than for others. Since the intensity and 
unpredictability of emotions can create problems of self-management and coping for gifted 
young adolescents, finding ways to make sense of them is a critical aspect of self-
understanding. For instance, Chanel’s sense of loss surrounding an icon of history and beauty 
sparked emotive responses that she explicitly explored as a ‘self’ who may (or may not) 
decide to develop enduring concerns over conservation. Hence, Richardson’s (2003) claim 
that reflective writing nurtures individuality by helping people to find about their inner selves 
was borne out in the participants’ forays into what might have otherwise remained as 
inexpressible emotional terrain.  
As a final consideration, the use of email communication to enhance a particular kind 
of dialogue conducive of safe expression cannot be underestimated. While email tends to be 
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used asynchronously there is a good deal of significance (especially to research) in terms of 
the kind of dialogic interaction it produces, noted also by Hewson (2008). In the context of 
this study, within the pattern of participant-lodgement and researcher-response were two key 
elements—affirmation followed by time to think. Because I responded to each entry within 
24 hours, there was not a big time lag between a participant sending an email and hearing 
back from me. As a consequence, my response to a participant could quickly register as 
encouragement and affirmation. However, the quick response from me did not imply that the 
participants also had to journal again within a certain time. Instead, they were able to freely 
choose the duration between my response and the next entry. Had there been any pressure on 
participants to respond, the dynamic would have been different. Additionally, because 
participants were able to take as long as they liked to respond, it also meant that I was not a 
strong co-constructor in terms of the content of the journal entries. In fact, the time lapse 
tended to have the effect of allowing the participants to disregard my actual comments, yet 
retain the overall message of being affirmed. There were very few instances where 
participants made actual responses to anything I said. Instead, they were, in effect, free to 
pursue the next topic of interest and whatever it happened to be that sparked their motivation 
to write the next entry. Thus, the email pattern of time lapse in combination with rapid 
affirmation produced the two effects of giving the participants reflection time yet allowing 
distance from the specifics of my response. In this way, the voices of the participants 
appeared able to remain at a high level of their own authority for the duration of the study.  
Conclusions 
This paper argues that narrative methods of authoring within an email setting brought 
forth self-reflective capacities that gave clarity to participants’ understandings of their inner 
states and their responses to external others. This suggests that without taking account of 
interiority, especially the engagement of emotions and other sensibilities (such as deep-seated 
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ontological concerns for equity and societal well-being) what it means to be a self among 
gifted young adolescents is misconstrued. Accordingly, this may be a big barrier in 
understanding gifted young adolescents in our schools as well as an impediment to the 
formation of healthy identity among specific individuals. However, the individual gifted 
young adolescents in the presented study were shown to have exploratory conversations (with 
themselves, with me, and with a wider audience) that exhibited a strong ontological character. 
It was thus found that when interiority is directed into a space where it can be safely exposed 
(i.e., email journals to a responsive researcher), where there is time to think and reflect (i.e., 
iterative self-reflection), then important gains in self-definition can be made. Therefore, when 
narrative methods are used that inform how the participants are known, it can help to close 
the different realities gaps that may exist between gifted young adolescents and ‘others’.  
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